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Lesson 1: Sensory Detail
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WHAT MAKES VIVID 
WRITING?

      The Red Wheelbarrow

so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens

                  -William Carlos Williams

❖ Good writing is driven by sensory detail.

❖ What are the five senses?
• Sight
• Smell 
• Taste
• Touch
• Sound

❖ In this poetry exercise we will read 
      and analyze a vivid poem then 
      try our hand at writing a poem.

LET’S GET STARTED:  See the way this poet paints a vivid 
picture of a moment with only sixteen words?  He relies mostly 
on visual detail (sight) but “glazed with rain water” also starts 
to give us texture (touch).

YOUR TURN: WHAT SOUNDS AND SMELLS CAN YOU ADD?



JAMES WRIGHT
Lying in a Hammock at William 
Duffy’s Farm in Pine Island, Minnesota 

Over my head, I see the bronze butterfly,   
Asleep on the black trunk,
Blowing like a leaf in green shadow.   
Down the ravine behind the empty house,   
The cowbells follow one another   
Into the distances of the afternoon.   
To my right,
In a field of sunlight between two pines,   
The droppings of last year’s horses   
Blaze up into golden stones.
I lean back, as the evening darkens and comes on.   
A chicken hawk floats over, looking for home.
I have wasted my life.

LET’S GET STARTED: On a piece of paper, list the words or phrases from the above poem that draw on sight, smell, taste, touch, 
sound. What does each one tell you about what the poet wants you to know about this moment? Imagine yourself lying in the 
hammock. How do the details make you feel? Finally, did the last line surprise you? What do you think it means?    



YOUR TURN: A FAVORITE 
MEMORY

REMEMBER TO SHARE: After you finish your freewrite, read 
your favorite memory to someone near you and discuss all 

the sensory details you included.  

HOW TO FREEWRITE

• For ten minutes, on a clean sheet of paper, jot down 
your impressions of your favorite memory. Draw the 
location of the memory for your reader—where you 
are, what time of day, who is with you, what are you 
wearing, what are the sounds/silences around you? 

• Are there smells or tastes associated with this memory. 
What is the light like—dark, bright? Is something 
happening—an event, such as a meal or a wedding? 

• As you freewrite, concentrate on keeping your pen 
moving. Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, 
grammar. Just keep putting down sensory details. If 
your mind goes to another story, follow it. Don’t worry 
about staying with your original memory.Beth Baruch Joselow, Writing Without the Muse: 

           60 Beginning Exercises for the Creative Writer
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